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 Incorporating Popular Music and Dance:  
A Student-Centred Approach to Middle School Chorus 
 
Abstract 
 
Middle school chorus in the US is, from an adolescent perspective, primarily a means of 
socializing and making friends. Using Green’s (2008) notion of critical musicality, I 
designed a constructionist learning environment. Using critical participatory action 
research, conducted with my students rather than on them, explored alternative 
pedagogical approaches to choral teaching and learning. We learned that collaborative 
learning fostered musical and social development in a heterarchical classroom 
environment that contributed to intersubjective understandings. It became possible for 
students to apply prior knowledge from outside of school to holistic, contextual, self-
generated learning goals in the choral classroom. Incorporating popular music, 
technology and dance into the curriculum made learning relevant for these students. 
Choral educators may be able to implement student-centred curricula in choral settings 
more easily than is on occasion assumed. 
 
Keywords: choral, constructionism, critical musicality, middle school, music education, 
popular music 
 
 
Introduction  
 
If music educators listen to and learn from students, we can foster a transition from 
teacher dominated music classrooms to classrooms where students are viewed and view 
themselves as active contributors to the growth of their own musical understanding 
 (Berg 1997: 261). 
 
In public schools in the United States, it is common for middle school students in 
grades six to eight to be required to choose among band, chorus, orchestra and general 
music, which are considered electives. The students who opt in to middle school chorus 
bring with them vast repertoires of popular music reflecting their personal interests and 
passions, music that does not easily fit into traditional methodologies and prescribed 
curricula. For the teacher, chorus may be about learning to sing in an ensemble, but from 
an adolescent perspective it is primarily a ‘means of meeting new people and making new 
friends’ (Shehan-Campbell et al. 2007: 221). Furthermore, music can provide adolescents 
with a medium through which to construct, negotiate and modify aspects of their personal 
and group identities. 
The vast majority of studies in informal learning have taken place in primarily in 
general music classrooms featuring instruments. Much more research is needed to 
explore informal learning processes in other types of settings such as choral classrooms. 
This article focuses on specific ways that constructionist, student-centred pedagogies 
incorporating popular music, dance and use of the internet can make music learning in 
the middle school choral ensemble more social and relevant for adolescent singers. 
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The Problem 
 
Social constructionist writings first call into question all taken-for-granted 
assumptions about the nature of the real, the rational, and the good  
(Gergen 2003: 41). 
 
‘Beliefs about knowledge inform, justify, and sustain our practices in education’ 
(Gergen and Wortham 2001: 115). This is where social constructionist epistemology 
acquires significance. Social constructionism views knowledge not as a byproduct of 
individual minds, but rather as located in communal relationships. In this context, 
knowledge generation is viewed as an ongoing process of coordinating actions among 
persons. Social constructionist epistemology, psychology and pedagogy challenged my 
views about teaching and learning in the choral classroom.  
Within the paradigm of traditional US American middle school choral education, 
the teacher exercises autocratic control and the primary educational goal is excellent 
performance. Visions of middle school choral music education include a conductor 
standing in front of a group of singers, who sit in chairs or stand on risers, arranged by 
voice part (Brinson and Demorest 2014). The conductor directs the rehearsal, beginning 
with warm-ups, correcting posture, vowel placement, diaphragmatic breathing, 
intonation, blend, phrasing and other musical details that will yield a ‘good’ performance 
(Dillworth and Crocker 2009). ‘Good teaching’ is defined by the degree to which the 
choral director manages to lead students toward the successful execution of specific 
musical tasks specifically related to the concert literature (Rosenshine et al. 2002: 308). 
Wiggins (1999/2000) observed: 
 
As a profession, we have a long history of ‘teacher control’. The traditional vision 
of school music making consists of the teacher standing in front of the room 
conducting or directing students who carry out the teacher’s instructions. For 
many years, our image of a good music teacher was one who could get students to 
make music the way he or she wanted them to with the smallest number of verbal 
instructions. (30)  
 
 After many years of teaching I began to observe that middle school chorus no 
longer met the social needs, nor did it address the musical interests, of the adolescent 
singers in my classroom. This problem prompted me to explore alternative pedagogical 
approaches to middle school choral education so that I might better meet the needs and 
interests of my students. I began to ask critical questions. For example, how do singers 
learn to make musical and artistic decisions when the music and the group’s performance 
of it, determined by the director, supersede the individual experiences and musical 
interests of the singers (O’Toole 1994)? How do choral singers develop independent 
music skills when they have no voice in their own learning, but are treated as 
instruments, serving the dictums of the conductor, who in turn receives credit for the 
group’s performance? What about repertoire? How does performing concert repertoire 
result in the advancement of individual musicianship and the musical independence that 
is needed to make music in other contexts or at other times in the future (Regelski 2017)? 
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What about sanctioned published repertoire lists, which silence popular music or music 
from non-traditional sources; criticized because they are not ‘artistically and/or 
educationally rich’ (Miksza 2013: 49)?  
 Examination of these questions made me aware that both teachers and students in 
schools might benefit greatly from the development of alternative pedagogical 
approaches within middle school choral education. I developed the following research 
questions to help guide my inquiry:  
 
• How might constructionism be used to create a collaborative model of middle 
school choral music education that is focused on the needs and interests – 
pedagogical and social – of my sixth-grade choral students?  
• Which pedagogical and social practices emerge when beginning sixth grade 
students and their chorus teacher share responsibility for teaching and learning? 
 
 
The Purpose 
Constructionism is nowhere more compelling than in the psychology of art and creativity. 
Blake, Kafka, Wittgenstein and Picasso did not find the worlds they produced. They 
invented them (Bruner 1986: 97). 
 
 The purpose of my critical participatory action research study was to discover and 
co-create collaborative and socially relevant practices in the sixth-grade chorus. I adopted 
an open-ended practical action research approach (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2014: 
15). Involving my students as co-researchers, we sought to determine how social 
constructionism, a theory about knowledge and learning, could help us develop more 
socially relevant teaching and learning practices in the sixth-grade choral ensemble. To 
begin I designed and implemented a constructionist learning environment. I then used 
critical participatory action research strategies to examine the ways constructionist 
approaches impacted our choral classroom. 
 
Student-centred Approaches 
Theory and practice are not separate: theorizing in music education—as in all 
education—is rooted in practice and gets its significance from its pragmatic 
consequences (Vakeva 2007: 7). 
 
 There is a growing interest in the study and implementation of alternative 
methods of music education in schools (Hickey 2015). Many proposed curricular reforms 
have suggested the inclusion of student-centred approaches to music learning; 
specifically, an increase in the degree of individual student empowerment and broadening 
the range of collaborative approaches to music making in which teacher and students 
engage (Allsup 2003; DeLorenzo 2003; Kratus 2007; Miksza 2013; Regelski 2014; 
Williams 2011;). Educational leaders have affirmed the importance of student-centred 
classrooms, in which students are engaged in collaborative, hands-on activities and where 
problem solving is a valued tool in curriculum design (Cremata 2017; Wiggins 2015).  
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 As I explored alternative pedagogical approaches, I discovered that the 
intersection between student-centred and social constructionist pedagogies appeared rich 
in their potential. Of particular interest was Gergen’s (2015) call for a fundamental shift, 
‘from a traditional view of knowledge as carried by fixed representations of the world to 
knowledge as embedded in ongoing, relational practice’ (xvii). Using precepts set forth 
by Gergen (2001) as my pedagogical framework, I set out to learn ways to make choral 
teaching and learning in school more socially relevant. Social constructionist pedagogy 
offered viable alternatives to traditional choral pedagogies by facilitating a pedagogical 
shift from hierarchal teacher-centred instruction to egalitarian student-directed learning 
predicated on collaborative understandings derived through relationships. 
Other than mere word play, you may ask, what is the difference between 
constructivism and constructionism? Constructionist learning theories were developed 
and put into practice by Seymour Papert, who conducted educational research at 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and in public schools in Massachusetts. Papert’s 
(1980, 1991) theories are grounded in Piaget’s constructivism, but constructionism – 
associated with the art of learning, learning to learn, and the significance of ‘making 
things’ – adds the notion that learning is most effective when as part of an activity; the 
learner constructs a meaningful product (Sabelli 2008). In our classroom, the meaningful 
product was a student-directed choral performance. 
Constructionism and constructivism appear prominently in the lexicon of 
education although the terms are applied inconsistently and to different things (Howe and 
Berv 2000). The literature employs the terms constructivism and constructionism, often 
with little distinction. The terms are closely allied in that constructivism and social 
constructionism share the same supporting structures (McCarty and Schwandt 2000). 
Both are characterized by skepticism of epistemological traditions in which knowledge is 
held to represent an extra-mental world. Both are concerned with the procedural aspects 
of knowledge construction and the use of media or tools. Both reject behaviorism and are 
‘opposed to a picture of education in which the accumulation of knowledge is a primary 
educational aim (68).  
Although Piaget’s constructivist learning theories have provided a solid 
framework for understanding children’s ways of doing and thinking at various stages of 
development, Ackerman (2001) contended that Piaget’s constructivism overlooked the 
‘importance of individual styles, in human learning and development’ (4). Gergen (2001) 
described Piaget’s theorizing as exemplary, but argued that constructivism remains tied to 
an unresolved internal/external dualist epistemology, makes mental as opposed to social 
processes the focal point of inquiry, and tends to remain tied to empiricist tenets of value 
neutrality (124). Viewing knowledge as deeply embedded within social, cultural and 
historical contexts and wedded to values, ‘constructionism replaces the traditional 
concern with the sequential development of individual minds of students with 
investments in the relational process’ (Gergen 2015: 53).  
 
Informal Learning 
 
 My exploration of alternative approaches led me to informal learning, 
documented by Berliner (1994) in jazz and Green (2002) in popular music. I noted that 
informal learning is closely associated with the tenets of constructionist learning theories, 
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although the term does not appear in the literature. For example, students who 
participated in Green’s (2008) research identified their learning experiences as an ‘active 
and constructive process’ (110). Like constructionist pedagogies, informal learning 
strategies are centred on egalitarian pedagogical strategies that are collaborative, student-
centred and predicated on the creation of a meaningful musical product. Green (2008) 
affirmed that these strategies make learning relevant because students are engaged in the 
lesson design, understand the learning goals and objectives, and are invested in the 
outcomes of learning. 
 The dichotomy between formal and informal learning has been widely discussed, 
and in fact dismissed, in music education research (Campbell 2001; Erickson 2012; 
Folkestad 2006; Green 2002, 2005, 2008; North and Hargreaves 2008). The terms formal 
and informal have been used primarily to differentiate types of learning that take place in 
school from types of learning that occur without teacher intervention, outside of school. 
However, a body of research and literature has grown around informal music learning in 
schools, stemming in particular from the work of Green (2002). 
 Mok (2011) employed the term non-formal to provide a pedagogical framework 
for modes of learning that take place in both formal and informal educational settings. 
Non-formal learning is not ‘constrained by rules, ceremony, or conventions and is not 
bound by where learning takes place’ (12). Non-formal learning intersected with 
practices that emerged in my classroom in three distinct ways. First, non-formal learning 
refers to learning that is ‘relatively systematic and (but not necessarily) pre-planned with 
an explicit intention on the part of both learner and mentor to accomplish a specific 
learning task’ (13). Second, non–formal learning is voluntary. My students participated in 
chorus as an elective. Third, because of the open-ended nature of my research, modes of 
assessment and student learning outcomes were uncertain and therefore remained 
unstated. 
 Following Green (2002: 4), Folkestad (2006: 143) suggested that, ‘formal – 
informal should not be regarded as a dichotomy, but rather as two poles on a continuum’. 
Within the realm of formal learning, and in particular what Folkestad (2006) highlights as 
school contexts of formal learning, both the minds of the teacher and students are 
directed toward learning how to play, whereas in the realm of informal learning practice, 
minds are directed towards playing the music itself. As such, the interaction between 
formal and informal learning, present in most learning situations, continually shifts 
during the learning process. 
 During my own project, I established ground rules for behavior, explained the 
learning task and then stood back and observed what students were doing. This approach 
was similar to one used by Green (2008), who examined teenagers’ motivations towards 
music education, their autonomy as learners and their capacity to work cooperatively in 
groups without formal instructional guidance from teachers. Green’s (2008) notion of 
informal learning started with music that learners chose for themselves. Other 
characteristics included: 
 
• The main method of skill-acquisition in the informal realm is aural. 
• Informal takes place through self-directed learning, peer-directed learning and 
group learning. 
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• Skills and knowledge in the informal realm tend to be assimilated in haphazard, 
idiosyncratic and holistic ways, starting with ‘real-world’ pieces of music. 
• Informal approaches usually involve a deep integration of listening, performing, 
improvising and composing throughout the learning process with an emphasis on 
personal creativity (Green 2008: 10). 
 
Green (2008: 22) contended the strengths of informal pedagogies ‘lie in the fact that the 
strategies were developed by learners, through learning, rather than teachers by teaching’. 
Green’s (2008) findings – that informal learning processes make music learning more 
relevant, enhance student motivation, make music education more critical and inclusive, 
and increase a broad array of musical skills – concluded with the development of an 
alternative pedagogy for classroom music. 
 Using examples from Green’s (2002) research and the resulting UK based 
Musical Futures approach, Erickson (2012) developed a music curriculum based on 
students’ interests using informal learning pedagogy. The purpose of the youth-led 
participatory action research (YPAR) project, conducted with middle school general 
music students, was to empower students to have a voice in their own learning. Erickson 
(2012) contended that his research method represented a ‘significant shift in conducting 
research on people to the realm of accompanying them during much of the process’ (157, 
emphasis in original). Asking student researchers what mattered to them resulted in 
curricular changes that included working with friends and incorporating popular music, 
dance, technology, the internet and electronic instruments. Erickson (2012) made 
compelling arguments for empowering students to have a voice in process and product of 
their own learning. All of these findings within the realm of non-formal and informal 
learning – stepping back and empowering students, working cooperatively, making music 
learning relevant, enhancing student motivation, increasing a broad array of musical 
skills, and making music education more critical and inclusive – were influential in the 
design of this research. 
 
Sociocultural Contexts  
 
 Sociocultural theory, like constructionism, locates learning within the socius. 
Within this paradigm, enculturation is considered a fundamental factor common to all 
aspects of music transmission (Green 2008; Rogoff 2003). Both sociocultural and 
constructionist approaches share a common thread in that they celebrate forms of 
collaborative, student-centred learning (Webster 2016). Collaborative learning has 
opened up new methodologies where learners engage actively in a group process 
(Dragonas et al. 2017). Sociocultural pedagogical strategies, linked with positive learning 
outcomes in both formal and informal settings, include the incorporation of 
tools/technology, peer mediation and mentoring, and an emphasis on social interaction.   
 Employing a sociocultural lens – music learning as cultural practice – Folkestad 
(2006) called for a ‘general shift in focus’ away from the analysis of teaching toward the 
analysis of learning in music education research (136). Ericsson (2002) found that what 
many adolescent learners wanted in school was more of the informal kind of musical 
activities and learning that takes place outside school, that is, music learning that was 
directed more toward playing music rather than learning about music. These ideas 
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resonated with be as I set out to redefine my own approach to teaching and make learning 
more relevant within the paradigm of middle school choral music education. 
 
Constructivist Connections   
 
 Influenced by the sociocultural theories of Vygotsky, ‘the kinds of practices 
emphasized by social constructivists are very similar - sometimes identical - with those of 
social constructionists’ (Dragonis et al. 2015, xiv). Within the realm of general music 
education, Wiggins (2015) suggested that in order to make learning in music classrooms 
more relevant, similar to ways children learn informally outside of school, the classroom 
environment should incorporate the following: 
 
• Learners need to engage in real-life, problem-solving situations. 
• Learning situations must be holistic in nature. 
• Learners need opportunities to interact directly with subject matter. 
• Learners need to take an active role in their own learning. 
• Learners need an opportunity to work on their own, with peers and with teacher 
support when needed. 
• Learners need to be cognizant of the goals of the learning situation and their own 
progress toward goals (18-19). 
 
 I sought but did not find studies explicitly exploring constructionist learning 
theories in choral music education. Instead, I was inspired by Becker’s (2011) exploration 
of constructivist pedagogies within a select eight-member middle school choral 
ensemble. According to Becker (2011), teachers in a constructivist environment must 
allow for the students’ musical and social growth to happen naturally. Natural learning 
occurs when students figure out how to use their singing voices, incorporate listening 
skills, develop critical thinking abilities, confidence, and performing skills. Social growth 
occurs when students interact with each other in the learning environment. Student 
autonomy and ownership of the learning process motivated Becker’s students to make 
personal connections to the music in ways that promoted meaning making, fostered 
engagement, and encouraged self-expression. Although Becker described it as a ‘process 
requiring patience,’ it appeared to me that this was the ideology I sought to develop 
within my own classroom. 
 Prior to beginning my study, I created a constructionist learning environment by 
incorporating pedagogical strategies from the literature that had been determined to affect 
positive learning outcomes. In doing so, I purposefully moved away from traditional 
teacher-directed learning pedagogies in order to allow my students to contribute to their 
own construction of musical knowledge within the middle school chorus. 
 
Method 
Action research is critical. It expresses a commitment to bring together broad social 
analysis - the self-reflective collective self-study of practice, the way in which language 
is used, organization and power in a local situation, and action to improve things  
(Kemmis and McTaggart 2005: 273). 
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 I examined my own pedagogical practices in the context of critical participatory 
action research. My goal was to create a learning environment that was focused on the 
needs and interests of my students. First, I took a critical stance regarding the existing 
architectures of traditional choral music education to determine which practices were in 
some way irrational, unsustainable, or unjust. Then I developed and introduced a 
constructionist learning environment into my classroom (see Figure 1). While conducting 
research, the participants and I worked together to discover new pedagogical practices 
centred on the aims, interests and abilities of the students. While we worked together, we 
continually documented and monitored what happened. Through communicative action, 
the participants and I sought to reach an intersubjective understanding about our 
practices, to develop a mutual understanding about one other’s point of view, to 
understand the new practices that emerged, and to work together to make certain that our 
practices were not producing new or different, untoward consequences (Kemmis, 
McTaggart, and Nixon 2014: 68). 
 The aims, interests and abilities of all participants informed the direction of the 
research, and my co-participants were integral in the processes of data collection, analysis 
and reporting. I chose this methodology so that my findings would reflect the varied 
emergent issues and concerns of all stakeholders and to challenge my own assumptions 
about teaching and learning. The incorporation of critical participatory action research 
methods made it possible to illuminate various ways that constructionist pedagogical and 
organizational changes impacted our approach to choral teaching and learning. 
 Prior to beginning the study, I delineated constructionist guidelines (see Figure 1) 
and developed a lesson plan that involved collaborative learning in which groups of 
students worked to solve problems related to choral singing. My plan was to have 
students work on musical selections based on their own interests so they might 
incorporate previous knowledge while working collaboratively. As a result, I relinquished 
my position as a traditional chorus teacher who dispenses musical knowledge from the 
podium, and became a ‘facilitator’ of musical learning (West and Cremata 2016). My 
new role included some telling, some showing and some joining in, based on the learning 
needs of the students. 
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Figure 1: Constructionist Learning Environment (Adapted from Windschitl 2002) 
 I enacted my critical participatory action research plan based on procedures 
outlined by Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon (2014) in their critical participatory action 
research (CPAR) approach. The participants and I worked collaboratively as we 
examined our practices, asked critical questions about our practices, engaged in dialogue 
regarding our practices, took action, documented, and monitored what happened, and 
then reflected on the impact of the changes that occurred within our constructionist 
classroom environment.  
 The participants and I continually examined our new practices in regard to the 
constructionist precepts (Gergen 2001) that were implemented. Through dialogue and 
reflection, the students and I continually analyzed and subsequently modified our 
practices in order to make choral learning more just, meaningful and relevant for the 
students. Together we learned about the efficacy of collaborative learning in the choral 
classroom, the tools needed to help facilitate aural, non-formal modes of learning, the 
procedural aspects of working in a heterarchical environment, and the types of teaching 
strategies that were needed to facilitate knowledge construction in a choral context. For 
example, I learned early on that the students’ primary mode of learning popular music 
was aural, so I substituted laptop computers for choral sheet music. 
 In critical participatory action research, data/evidence collection and analysis are 
embedded in the research design. During the project, which lasted one semester, the 
participants and I collected evidence from three sources; observation, enquiry and 
documents for examination (Mills 2010). We used the evidence that we collected to 
nurture ongoing collective self-reflection. Evidence was collected during the teaching and 
learning process and in interviews. Evidence was analyzed concurrently during the 
research process and after evidence collection was completed. 
Early on I began a narrative in which I reflected on things that I had anticipated 
and things that I did not anticipate. I thought about the intended and unintended effects of 
the changes in my pedagogical and social practices and reflected about some unexpected 
issues that affected our procedures. The students and I continually revised our 
pedagogical and organizational approaches. With each revision I monitored, documented, 
reflected upon, examined and modified my role in relation to the students’ sayings, 
actions and doings. As we went along, the students and I reflected upon on the efficacy 
and appropriateness of our practices to determine how they affected us and whether or 
not our new practices needed further modification. This inclusive approach allowed me to 
represent the perspectives of all participants in a manner that may be helpful and credible, 
rather than indisputable. 
 When the project was over, I organized all the evidence we had collected into 
chronological order. I then sorted through the evidence numerous times focusing on key 
words and ideas. I scribbled notes in the margins regarding different issues that emerged. 
I carefully reflected upon each varied, emergent issue in light of the co-participants 
sayings and doings, and my own assumptions about teaching and learning, and in the 
context of the research questions. Then I wrote. I prepared a straightforward, 
chronological account of what happened – a ‘warts and all’ narrative – which I pared 
down until I had an account I could use as a basis for reflection. When writing up the 
results of the study, I conducted member checks with the participants in order to spot 
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problems or find issues, and then edited accordingly. As I refined my report, certain ideas 
amalgamated with social constructionist theories of knowledge acquisition. 
 
Confusion and Bewilderment, A Shared Experience  
It was our personal journey - Olivia 
 
 I vividly recall the details of our experience together. In September, with the 
permission of the superintendent of schools and the principal of Walker Middle School, I 
began my research study with one section of the sixth-grade chorus. I followed protocols 
approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for research with human subjects. 
During the project, I remained unaware of the identity of the participants. All paperwork 
was collected and held in the office of the assistant principal. Every student in the chorus 
class participated in the project and assisted with data collection. I deliberately conducted 
focus interviews outside of our regular class time on a strictly volunteer basis. When the 
research period was over, at the end of the term I learned that the research group 
consisted of nineteen students: seven boys and twelve girls. When writing my report, I 
drew solely on data from those students who agreed to participate in the research. 
 During phase one, after I had reviewed the requisite paperwork and answered 
questions, I told the students: 
 
 Here is the plan. You have a concert on January 15. I’m going    
 to break you up into groups of about eight students. You’re going to pick  
 the music. You’re going to rehearse the songs. You’re going to practice   
 the songs in front of us and then on January 15 you’re going to give a   
 concert. Okay? It’s all going to be in your hands. You get to pick    
 everything. You get to decide how you’re going to sing the songs. You’re   
 going to get to make up the harmony. I’m going to help you, if you need   
 it. (video transcription) 
 
I divided the class into four collaborative groups using a transparent group-formation 
process called ‘Team Based Learning’ (Michaelson 2008; Sweet 2013). I asked the 
groups of students to conduct meetings at the four corners of the room. Each group was 
given a blue composition book to journal in and a separate sheet of paper with discussion 
questions to guide their work. The students were asked to determine their song selection 
by some kind of democratic process. They were to decide by voting or discussion, and 
then list four reasons for choosing that song. While the class worked I circulated around 
the room, observing the students’ progress and interactions. The students worked 
diligently, but they did not finish their assignment. 
 I began the next class by reviewing the assignment. To scaffold for the students, I 
provided laptop computers so they could listen to their song proposals before making a 
final selection. I informed the class that each group was to present their final song choice 
and provide four reasons for making that choice during the last fifteen minutes of class. 
The four groups reached a consensus – or at least reached a decision – about repertoire by 
the end of class. We were ready to begin Phase Two. 
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 Phase Two was comprised of rehearsals leading up to the concert. Classes during 
this time were carnivalesque, and I will admit, somewhat chaotic. Although I initiated a 
pedagogical shift by implementing a constructionist learning environment, I purposefully 
stood back and ‘let things happen’ because the plan was to have the aims, interests and 
abilities of the participants inform the results. We had a purpose – the concert – but no 
experience to guide us, so we mostly improvised, supporting each other as we went 
along. In the beginning I felt frazzled, primarily because I made erroneous pedagogical 
and organizational assumptions. As a result, I learned a lot, particularly about the ways 
students learned when allowed to work without teacher intervention. For example, I 
mistakenly assumed that choral sheet music, used in traditional educational settings, 
would be useful. I learned that the students preferred learning aurally and that YouTube 
was their primary music-learning source. 
 During one of the first rehearsals, as I circulated among the students, I noticed the 
‘Thriller’ group looked unhappy, and worse, they were not singing. I checked in to see 
what the problem was. After a few probing questions, I realized that the group could not 
understand the choral sheet music I had given them. Frustrated because the choral sheet 
music did not match the original recording of ‘Thriller’ by Michael Jackson, Natalie 
asked me for ‘music with the words only’. I learned that the students wanted lyric sheets 
that corresponded to familiar recordings by the original artist and that meant I needed to 
replace the complex choral sheet music I had purchased for them with simple lyric sheets 
downloaded from the internet. I began to realize that in order to learn independently, 
students needed materials that corresponded to their preferred learning styles and 
abilities. 
 There were organizational issues as well. I recall being surprised by the amount of 
noise; the students had difficulty hearing themselves with so many people practising in 
the chorus room. I moved the ‘Mr. Blue Sky’ group to a practice room across the hall. 
Then I created a makeshift rehearsal space in a storage closet for ‘Just the Way You Are 
(Amazing)’. Once the students were settled into separate acoustic environments I could 
hear them practising with YouTube. Consequently, during my prep periods, I hastily 
cleaned out closets and negotiated the use of practice rooms in order to create separate 
rehearsal spaces for each of the four groups. Having separate practice areas made the 
noise levels tolerable and helped the students rehearse without distraction. 
 Having to troubleshoot unexpected organizational issues like noise and make 
pedagogical shifts such as providing tools for learning that corresponded with the 
learning styles and abilities of my students, forced me to develop an understanding of 
what it really means to meet student needs. I reflected daily in my journal and noted that 
within this new paradigm, teacher planning time revolved around responding to the 
students’ learning needs rather than the development of pre-determined student learning 
objectives. There were issues with ‘chaos’ or ‘fooling around’. The students told me they 
liked having the freedom to work independently, but found it difficult to handle the 
personal responsibility that came with it. Midge and Maria thought the other students 
fooled around too much. During a focus interview Midge said: 
 
 I think that we fool around too much…because we’re in the (practice)   
 room where nobody can hear us, I guess. I think we should have like   
 someone watching us most of the time. But I like the freedom cause you   
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 get to pick your own songs. Like there’s not a teacher standing up and   
 teaching everyone so it’s in smaller groups so you can focus more on what  
 your group needs, not everyone else. So, I like that. I just think we just   
 need to stop fooling around. (interview) 
 
 I began the project thinking I might be able to accompany each group, but soon 
found that I needed to circulate and supervise the students’ behaviour as they practised or 
‘fooled around’. Instead of accompanying, I made or purchased recorded backing tracks 
for each group to practice with. Technology proved to be an effective mediating tool for 
music learning. We used school-owned laptop computers and remote desktop speakers 
during every class. Computers functioned as audio/video playback devices and 
audio/video recording devices. The students made video recordings of their practices and 
performances. This in turn helped to reduce the amount of ‘fooling around’ and kept 
students apprised of their musical progress.  
 As the project progressed, I continually solicited the students’ thoughts and ideas 
to help me discover ways to make middle school choral music education more 
meaningful and relevant. Rather than telling, I asked questions, which required students 
to employ metacognitive strategies, engage in critical dialogue and target common 
learning goals. For example, as the students were preparing to perform for each other for 
the first time, I asked each group to make a video of their performance so they could 
reflect on their progress: 
 
 Ruth Debrot: Christy, what is a reflection? 
 Christy: Where you can look back and see how you did. 
 RD: Okay. And how does a reflection help you? 
 Christy: You can correct things.  
 RD: You can correct the mistakes you made. That’s how we learn and that’s  
  what we’re here for, right?  
 (video transcription) 
 
After the students performed, I asked more questions to help make students more 
thoughtful about their learning process. 
 
 RD: Natalie, what did you find difficult about this process? 
 Natalie: Process? 
 RD: Yes, working with others and putting music together? 
 Natalie: I found it hard because when people don’t cooperate, like when you go  
  one, two, three and nobody starts to sing, it’s annoying. 
 RD: [to Giselle and Olivia, who are giving thumbs up in agreement]: Okay, so  
  you’re having  some of the same issues? [they nod]. 
 Hope: Staying focused [there is chatter and agreement]. 
 RD: So, Natalie, you are not alone. Next time you’re going to have a group  
  meeting and talk about the things you done so far. This is a good start.  
  There are things you’ve done well, but everyone has room for   
  improvement. That’s normal. What does everyone have to do to get  
  better? 
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 Students (in unison): Practise. 
 RD: Yes, and focusing on the things you need to work on. Coming in on time.  
  Making sure you’re ready to go. Making sure you’re with your   
  accompaniment. These are things that musicians have to work on. 
 Olivia: That goes for everyone, not just musicians. 
 RD: Wow. You’re even getting the bigger picture! Good connection. Don’t 
  forget to save your videos on your computer!   
 (video transcription) 
 
 Questioning helped students learn to think critically about their own work and the 
work of others, and to explain and communicate their needs and ideas. At the beginning 
of each class I checked in with the students: 
 
 RD: Okay. So, what are your concerns at this point? What is it that you feel  
  needs to happen at this point in time? Hope? 
 Hope: Stage presence. 
 RD: Stage presence. That is definitely a theme. 
 Maria: Confidence. 
 RD: Confidence! Midge? 
 Midge: Know your words? 
 RD: Knowing the words. Good. Giselle? 
 Giselle: (Inaudible). 
 RD: Pardon? 
 Giselle: (speaking clearly). Volume. 
 RD: Volume. Volume when you’re speaking, Volume! Anything else? Natalie? 
 Natalie: Energy. 
 RD: Energy. Yes! 
 (video transcription) 
 
Class discussions were fluid, open and responsive for the purpose of giving students a 
voice in the process and product of their learning.  
 I casually made it known to all the students that I wanted to hear their thoughts 
about the project and that I would be conducting interviews during advisory block. 
Interviews were voluntary and anyone was welcome to join, but no one should feel 
pressured. Since I did not know who was participating in the research, I could not solicit 
specific students. The focus group emerged as an ad hoc group of seven girls and one 
boy. Members of the focus group helped develop a workable class routine using a 
combination of practice, performing and feedback as a strategy to help the students 
maintain focus and manage their ‘fooling around’. We called it the ‘practise, perform, 
critique’ model of choral music education. 
 
 Hope: I think we should give ideas, feedback about what they could do… 
 Maria: …but maybe if we like performed something and then um after a little  
  while you give us feedback about what we have fixed or something… 
 RD: I get the sense that you need to perform in front of each other more often  
  and we need to work on giving more feedback. I get the idea that you  
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  would like more of a sharing thing (performing for each other) and that  
  performing regularly might take care of some of the fooling around  
  because if you know you’ve got to sing in front of your classmates... 
 Hope: We’re gonna give you some feedback…to help you…Point out what  
  you’re really good at…I also think that performing in front of other groups 
  gives you a confidence so when you’re actually performing on stage  
  you’re not like, ‘People, whoa.’ So, you really become confident in front  
  of people.  
 Maria: I mean, not to criticize or anything… but helpful feedback. 
 (interview) 
 
 The model consisted of practising with student-specified time limits, performing 
for the class and receiving feedback from peers. Practising with specified time limits kept 
the students more or less on task, performing made the students accountable for their 
progress, and receiving feedback from peers kept the students apprised of their learning 
goals. Most importantly, the model maintained student autonomy. We decided to relocate 
from the music room to the auditorium for our last rehearsal. To my amazement, during 
the final chorus of ‘It’s Time’, the class leapt to their feet, moved into the aisles, waved 
their arms, danced and sang:  
 
 It's time to begin, isn't it? 
 I get a little bit bigger, but then I'll admit, 
 I'm just the same as I was. 
 Now don't you understand, 
 That I'm never changing who I am. 
 (B. McKee, A. Tolman, D. Reynolds, W. Sermon, and D. Platzman 2012) 
 
I had to catch my breath. The students’ singing was choral, even anthem-like. ‘It’s Time’ 
had taken on extra-musical significance. ‘Having confidence and believing in yourself’ 
had become the distinct and unifying theme of our project. The spontaneous act of 
singing together indicated the students were able to act intersubjectively. In my journal, I 
wrote: 
 The MOMENT: During the final performance of ‘It’s Time,’ most of the class got 
 out of their seats and began to dance around. It was the time when the kids not 
 only supported each other through participation, but also demonstrated the joy 
 they feel in this process. JOY. What a powerful thing.  
 (journal) 
 
At that moment, I realized that chorus at Walker Middle School could never be the same. 
 Phase Three, which took place after the concert, consisted of reflection. 
Reflection – in the context of conducting research with eleven-year-old students – refers 
to thinking seriously about a topic, when students analyze what they have created and 
ponder possibilities for future projects, making known to others what they most value. To 
help discern what students most valued about their learning in a constructionist 
environment, each of the four groups answered the following reflection questions:  
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• What worked well? 
• What could we have done differently? 
• What did you learn about singing and performing in a chorus/group from working 
on this project?  
• What recommendations do you have for future projects in this class? 
 
By asking the students to write answers to the preceding questions in their journals and to 
videotape their discussions, I hoped to obtain a holistic assessment of the students’ 
reflections on their experiences during the project. Student reflections helped me 
determine that this group of sixth grade chorus students perceived the social aspects of 
collaborative learning to be the most valuable component of their learning experience. 
 During our final focus group interview, Olivia, Hope, and Maria reflected about 
how the project had helped them develop social and musical skills. 
 
 Olivia: Well I think that this was very helpful for a learning experience especially  
  if you want to have a music career or any type of business. You need to  
  know how to work with a different variety of different people or you need  
  to know how to collaborate. 
 Hope: I kind of like the balance between working together and hard work and also 
  fooling around because I mean it’s a lot more fun when you get to hang  
  out with people and it’s funny, and I really enjoy the people’s company.  
  It’s just sometimes when the balance goes out of whack and they’re too  
  much unfocused it’s kind of hard to work with them. 
 Maria: Well I really, really liked this, uh, because it’s like you really, you get to  
  make your own choices, and like Hope said, you get to have the balance of 
  hanging out with your friends and fooling around but you also do like  
  work, and I mean I really like choosing our own song because so far in my 
  whole entire life all I’ve been doing is classical music so now I get to do  
  like, um, different styles of music.  
(interview) 
 
 During our final interview, I noticed how power relationships in the classroom 
had been transformed. The students and I had learned to work together. As a result, I 
developed greater respect for the students’ musical and cognitive abilities and the 
students developed greater trust regarding my intentions and abilities. I learned that these 
chorus students were capable of making their own musical decisions and working 
interdependently. All I needed to do was step back, give them autonomy and allow them 
to learn from their own successes and mistakes. 
 
What I Learned 
 
Chorus and music: It’s like a big journey that leads you through different obstacles  
and you kind of have to bump into things and stay there for a while  
 until you are ready to move on to the next thing – Olivia 
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 I wanted to know how constructionist theories might be used to create a 
collaborative model of middle school choral music education that is focused on the needs 
and interests of sixth grade chorus students. I intentionally suspended hierarchical 
relationships and dispensed with established routines and procedures associated with 
traditional choral education. In order to discover new approaches to choral learning I 
initiated pedagogical and organizational changes. Then, as the project moved forward, the 
students and I continually revised our pedagogical and organizational approaches. During 
the project I monitored, documented, reflected upon, explicated and modified my own 
pedagogical practices and my role in relation to the students’ sayings, actions and doings. 
As we moved forward, the students and I discussed and reflected upon on the efficacy 
and appropriateness of our practices to determine how they affected us, and whether or 
not they needed further modification. 
 In the beginning, I made erroneous assumptions about the students’ organizational 
and pedagogical needs. The first issue I had to contend with was noise; the students had 
difficulty hearing themselves with so many people in the room. I hastily cleaned out 
closets and negotiated the use of practice rooms in order to create separate rehearsal 
spaces for each of the four groups. The second issue was the ‘chaos’ or ‘fooling around’. 
Thirdly, I began the project thinking I would be able to accompany each group, but soon 
found that I needed to circulate and supervise the students as they practiced or ‘fooled 
around. A fourth unexpected issue arose from the erroneous assumption that students 
could use choral sheet music as a semiotic tool for learning. Having to troubleshoot 
unexpected issues like noise, student behavior, accompaniments and providing 
appropriate materials for knowledge construction forced me to develop an understanding 
of what it really means to meet the learning needs of a particular group of students, as 
opposed to having students meet the teacher’s objectives for learning. 
 Eventually the students and I learned to work together. To deal with the ‘chaos’ 
we developed classroom routines. By expanding on the students’ ideas, together we 
developed the ‘practise, perform, critique’ model of choral education. The model 
consisted of practising with student-determined, specified time limits, performing and 
receiving feedback from peers. Practising with specified time limits kept the students on 
task; performing made the students accountable for their progress; and receiving 
feedback from peers kept the students apprised of their learning goals. The model 
required that the students’ function interdependently, use metacognitive strategies, 
engage in critical dialogue, and target common goals. More importantly, the model 
helped maintain student autonomy and made the students responsible for their own social 
and musical growth. 
 As I transcribed the students’ final reflections, I began to understand the 
importance of relevant assessments and how they allow students to provide feedback (for 
the teacher and for each other) on the processes (formative) and products (summative) of 
their learning (Windschitl 2002: 137). The students who performed ‘Mr. Blue Sky’ 
highlighted the value of authentic assessment in a discussion regarding what they had 
learned about singing and performing in a group: 
 
 Crystal: It’s HARD. 
 Giselle: It’s hard to come up with harmony. 
 Olivia: It’s hard picking everything. 
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 Giselle: Okay it’s hard to come up with a melody and harmony 
 Crystal: It was hard to figure out how to like self-direct. 
 Olivia: And how we did low and high, that was a big challenge. 
 Crystal (firmly): Self-correct. 
 Giselle: Harmony. 
 Crystal: (reiterating) Self-direct I think was very hard. 
 Giselle: What else did we learn? We learned…  
 Olivia: How to work as a group. 
 Giselle: Stage presence really matters. 
 All: Yeah. 
 Olivia: ‘Cause before we just focused on the singing and sounding good. Stage  
  presence is pretty important. 
 Crystal (to camera): Confidence. 
 (video transcription) 
 
Although this group described learning about singing and performing as ‘hard’, the 
students clearly articulated how they had acquired both musical knowledge and 
developed social skills by working collaboratively. 
 The research questions that guided this study helped me discern the pedagogical 
and social practices that emerge when sixth grade students and their chorus teacher share 
responsibility for teaching and learning. The results of this research informed my 
approach to choral teaching and learning in several ways. First, I learned that I needed to 
step back and allow students to engage in ‘natural learning processes’ (Green 2008: 65) 
as they worked cooperatively and independently on music of their own choosing. Second, 
I learned I needed to facilitate knowledge construction as opposed to delivering 
instruction, and as a result, the structure of our choral classroom became more 
democratic, fluid and open-ended. Third, I learned that my being responsive, rather than 
directive, allowed my students to have a voice in the process and product of their 
learning. Fourth, by questioning, rather than lecturing, I helped students learn to think 
critically, to evaluate their own work and the work of others, and to explain and 
communicate their ideas. These pedagogical and organizational shifts altered power 
relationships within our classroom and appeared to be a critical factor for creating a 
model of choral education in which the teacher and students shared responsibility for 
social and musical growth and development. 
  
Implications for Choral Music Education 
 
 The insights I have offered highlight issues and possibilities for music educators 
who wish to implement student-centred, alternative pedagogical practices in the choral 
classroom. It is important to note that the pedagogical practices that emerged during this 
study produced many positive learning outcomes for the participants. Collaborative 
learning, of particular value to students, was demonstrated to foster the construction of 
musical knowledge as well as social development. A shift in power relationships 
contributed to intersubjective understandings and shared responsibility within the 
classroom. Informal and non-formal modes of learning made it possible for students to 
engage previous knowledge learned outside of school and transfer this to holistic, 
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contextual, self-generated learning goals in the school chorus. The incorporation of 
popular music, technology and dance into the curriculum made learning more relevant for 
the students. 
 During an interview Midge told me, ‘I wish you would help us a little more like 
on the technical stuff with the singing, like not with the words but like with vowels and 
stuff’. In response, I have experimented with a more ‘blended’ instructional approach 
(West and Cremata 2016). For example, to address problems or questions that arise, I 
provide a brief mini-lesson involving whole-class instruction. After the lesson, students 
are given time to explore and manipulate the problem under consideration in smaller, 
collaborative groupings. When the students perform and receive peer feedback, I am able 
to make formative assessments regarding the students’ understandings and this in turn 
informs subsequent learning activities. 
 In conclusion, this paradigm shift suggests that middle school choral educators 
may be able to implement alternative, student-centred practices in a variety of choral 
settings more easily than has generally been assumed. It is my hope that this research 
inspires others to explore additional positive alternatives to choral music education. 
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